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To the Editor:

The spread of COVID‐19 has had a substantial impact on healthcare systems around the world. Increased pressure has led to doctors being called out of retirement, as well as a call for volunteers in healthcare settings and within the community. Medical education has been transformed within the space of weeks, with clinical placements cancelled and teaching and examinations moved to an online format. This raises important questions as to what the role of medical students should be during this pandemic.

Many students feel a sense of duty and solidarity toward the national health systems, believing that they are failing both the public and themselves by not volunteering to help. On the other hand, with limited PPE, some argue that their potential contributions do not justify the risk of infection. Furthermore, some students currently volunteering do not feel they are sufficiently competent, believing that there is always someone more qualified to complete the task.

For hospitals, students provide welcome relief for staff, helping with non‐infectious patients or administrative tasks, enabling health care workers to treat those critically unwell. Students have proven to play substantial roles in previous pandemics such as SARS, potentially making them a desirable addition to the health care team. However, the lack of experience and exposure, particularly with students in preclinical years, may limit their usefulness in clinical setting. They would require additional supervision and could potentially be a source of cross‐contamination. Some argue students should be encouraged to assist in their communities instead, particularly for those in preclinical years.

Various opportunities to volunteer have arisen for students, such as Imperial College London's non‐clinical and laboratory schemes. This include helping in primary care with reception tasks and working in laboratories for COVID‐19 diagnostic testing. Social media has also been utilized, with Facebook groups linking students with medical staff requiring help, whether it be with shopping or childcare.[^1^](#aet210472-bib-0001){ref-type="ref"} Some students are also taking up paid National Health Service 111 roles, where they are trained to become licensed call handlers. This involves answering calls from the general public who have health concerns, assessing their symptoms, and organizing any further investigations or treatment.[^2^](#aet210472-bib-0002){ref-type="ref"} Other students are directly assisting vulnerable members in their communities, for example, collecting prescriptions for those unable to leave their homes.

Is being able to contribute during the crisis more important than potential risks? For many students, yes. However, various other obstacles can prevent students from volunteering, including upcoming online exams that are crucial to course progression. Some may also be challenged financially or live with at‐risk family members, creating logistical hurdles such as a lack of alternative accommodation to utilize whilst volunteering.

Medical students have rushed to volunteer in hospitals driven by a feeling of duty. They can play an invaluable role in the fight against COVID‐19, and we hope to see greater consideration as to how students\' contributions can be best utilized in this pandemic.
